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Abstract: While Gandhi’s nonviolent activism is often associated with the anti-colonial liberation 
of India, the philosophical roots of his work were shaped in South Africa around the turn 
of the Twentieth Century. As contemporary discourses on Gandhi have re-engaged with 
critical analyses on his life and legacy, creating a distinctly South African Gandhi has been 
an ongoing process of representation that has manifested primarily in the spatial politics of 
the province of KwaZulu-Natal, where he lived and spent the majority of his time in the 
country. By defining two key moments of differential memorialization between the 1980s 
and the present, this thesis intends to understand the cultural landscape (“townscape”) of 
Pietermaritzburg specifically through its memorials to Mohandas Gandhi and the ways 
their meanings have been shaped and reshaped in the context of modern South African 
history. Situating Gandhi historically and spatially in this way opens a discussion on how 
his image is being claimed, contested, and represented by local citizens, social movements, 
and state actors in the contemporary era. In doing so, a broader commentary on 
memorialization is discussed while being mindful that the differential aspects of such 
discourses is critical when considering practices of contextualization.  
 
Research questions: 
• Can memorials to people and events create a nuanced understanding of history, or are they 
solely able to proliferate hagiographic understandings of the past? 
• What forms can memorials take beyond physical, and how effective are these alternate 
forms when and where they occur? 
• How can townscapes reflect the changing dynamics (social, political, cultural, etc.) of the 
intersectional and relational contexts they exist in? 
• How is Gandhi’s legacy as a “nonviolent” activist contested and remembered in the 
townscape of Pietermaritzburg? How, if at all, does the contested debate about Gandhi’s 
legacy manifest itself in the spatial realities of the city? How can Gandhi’s narrative be 
better complicated spatially in Pietermaritzburg? 
• In what ways do semantics of “liberation,” “democratization,” “post-apartheid,” etc., 
influence the ways in which space is contested? How do these terms contribute to the 
discourse on the hegemony of whiteness on townscape? How is this rhetoric reconciled 
with the “truth and reconciliation” narrative adopted in the post-apartheid era? 
• How was the transition from apartheid negotiated spatially by political actors in 
Pietermaritzburg? How could this process have been carried out better? What can 




Chapter 1: Representing the Rainbow 
In societies around the world—and especially those with legacies of settler colonial 
violence—the roles of memorials and place naming have become subject to intense debate. The 
reexamination of these spatial legacies and practices has created opportunities for scholars and 
communities to engage the legacies of once-valorized individuals and events by situating them in 
relation to contemporary values and norms. These practices have not only contributed to new 
understandings of history and citizenship, but have in many cases vastly transformed the urban 
cultural landscapes in the places they occur. As a site of ongoing struggles South Africa has 
produced such polarizing and violent contestations, but even within this context there have arisen 
opportunities for nuanced public discourses. In many cases, this ongoing process of legacy 
reconciliation has not only been a byproduct of such conditions, but also an imperative response 
to generations of oppression and dispossession.  
Defining a “Rainbow Nation” 
Since the end of apartheid in particular, public celebration of Gandhi’s legacy in South 
Africa has attracted valorization from individuals of all walks of life. His messages of nonviolent 
resistance (satyagraha) reconcile well with the post-apartheid “Rainbow Nation” narrative, 
finding its unity and resonance in the universal ideals of humanity, respect for morality, and 
justice for all. Along with India, South Africa is considered one of two modern nations that 
“produced” the Mahatma; for many South Africans, Gandhi is proudly claimed as a national 
asset. Coinciding with this Gandhian renaissance of sorts has been the rise of critical scholarship 
and public discourse about his role as a liberation figure during his time in the country. This new 
look at Gandhi’s early activism in South Africa presents opportunities to complicate and expand 
collective understandings of his life and legacy. Despite this, the emphasis placed on celebrating 
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his achievements perhaps comes at the expense of understanding his relations with members of 
other racial groups in his positionality as an Indian, often at the expense of Black Africans. The 
national project of crafting a new narrative of the “Rainbow Nation” has therefore encountered 
challenges in how it celebrates and valorizes the actions of certain individuals—cast as heroes—
while omitting and ignoring their shortcomings in the public discourse. It is therefore imperative 
that Gandhi’s life and the actions he took, while complicated, be understood in context, at the 
conjunctures of his time, his geography, and the racial politics he engaged with. 
Contemporary studies of Gandhi in South Africa cannot be seen in isolation from the 
#RhodesMustFall movement and the politics of transformation it inspired. #GandhiMustFall is 
one in a series of self-branded de-colonialist youth struggles that have occurred in recent years to 
contest conventionally accepted narratives about the Mahatma before he achieved his deity-like 
status. While understanding these movements, their motivations, and goals are timely objects of 
study, this thesis seeks primarily to understand the contestation and creation of the cultural 
landscape (“townscape”) of Pietermaritzburg specifically through its memorials to Mohandas 
Gandhi, and the ways their meanings have been shaped and reshaped in the context of modern 
South African history. Situating Gandhi historically and spatially in this way will open a 
discussion on how his image is being claimed, contested, and represented by local citizens, social 
movements, and state actors in the contemporary era. In doing so, a broader commentary on 
memorials in similar contexts around South Africa will be discussed while being mindful that the 





Gandhi in South Africa 
The two decades Gandhi spent in South Africa inspired civil rights movements from 
Selma to the Subcontinent, but in order to understand the global reach of his nonviolent struggle 
philosophies, it is important to understand the spatial and historical roots of satyagraha in what 
is now KwaZulu-Natal. As the popular narrative is often told, shortly after arriving in South 
Africa as a young lawyer in 1893, Gandhi was forcibly removed from a first class Natal 
Railways coach at the Pietermaritzburg Station despite having a valid ticket. The train, bound for 
Pretoria from Durban, did not allow those racially classified as “Indian” to ride in first class, 
irrespective of financial means. In his autobiography, Gandhi recounted the following about the 
incident: 
“The constable came. He took me by the hand and pushed me out. My luggage was also 
taken out. I refused to go to the other compartment and the train steamed away. I went and 
sat in the waiting room, keeping my hand-bag with me, and leaving the other luggage where 
it was. The railway authorities had taken charge of it.  
 
It was winter, and winter in the higher regions of South Africa is severely cold. 
[Pieter]maritzburg being at a high altitude, the cold was extremely bitter. My over-coat was 
in my luggage, but I did not dare to ask for it lest I should be insulted again, so I sat and 
shivered. There was no light in the room. A passenger came in at about midnight and 
possibly wanted to talk to me. But I was in no mood to talk. 
 
I began to think of my duty. Should I fight for my rights or go back to India, or should I go 
on to Pretoria without minding the insults, and return to India after finishing the case? It 
would be cowardice to run back to India without fulfilling my obligation. The hardship to 
which I was subjected was superficial only a symptom of the deep disease of colour 
prejudice. I should try, if possible, to root out the disease and suffer hardships in the 
process. Redress for wrongs I should seek only to the extent that would be necessary for 
the removal of the colour prejudice.” (Gandhi 1962, 58)1 
 
                                                        
1 The incident referred to in this passage is referenced variously throughout this thesis as both “the train incident” as 
well as “the station incident.” 
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The incident was certainly an inflection point in Gandhi’s life, but it also provides a 
starting reference for representing subsequent events relating to his legacy locally, nationally, 
and globally. More importantly, however, it is perhaps the first major subjectification of 
Gandhi’s geographic relevance to Pietermaritzburg and the associated spatial struggles that 
occurred there. Further engagement with this idea can be achieved by defining two moments of 
differential mobilizations of space and representation. Chapter 2 situates historical context for 
Gandhi’s activist work in South Africa, and provides a theoretical foundation for how this thesis 
conceptualizes memorialization and the South African city. Although Gandhi resided primarily 
in the Durban area for most of his time in South Africa, situating Gandhi in relation to 
Pietermaritzburg as the capital of the Colony of Natal will establish local context for his 
relevance in the city beyond the now-infamous “station incident.” In “Remembering the 
Mahatma: The Gandhi Memorial Committee,” I turn my attention to the twilight era of the 
apartheid regime in the late 1980s to focus on the work of local citizens in anticipating radical 
transformations of space, defined principally by a “politics of reconciliation.” The chapter 
comments on the formation of the still-extant “Gandhi Memorial Committee” in 
Pietermaritzburg and the work of its members to erect one of the first memorials to a non-white 
person in South Africa outside of a designated group area in the city’s central business district in 
1993. Finally, “Reclaiming Gandhi: India in Pietermaritzburg” traces the work of the Gandhi 
Memorial Committee to its activities in 2018 on the 125th anniversary of the Mahatma’s famous 
“train incident.” In the wake of such a momentous event, attention is given to the role of the 
Indian state’s ongoing efforts to claim, commodify, and control the image of Gandhi that is 
exported to the rest of the world, including its relation to its vast diaspora communities. 
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Situating Theory and Praxis 
In addition to the relevance of temporality in issues of representation and memory, 
Pietermaritzburg provides a compelling setting for these events due to the historical and 
demographic factors that produced its current form. Though the popular canon of South African 
urban geography literature frames the country’s cities as spaces of contradiction, they—including 
Pietermaritzburg—could more accurately be described as spaces of multiplicity. Massey 
describes space as a thoroughly embedded, multiple, and political process rather than a product 
or stasis. Her definition of “space-time” allows geographers to consider space with greater 
dimension and complexity, and opens opportunities for a dynamic analysis of the spatiality of 
political praxis (Massey 1996). Due to its ability to foreground both temporality and spatiality, 
this definition will be the most useful for illustrating topical legibility in the Pietermaritzburg 
context. While it is impossible to ignore the spatial impacts of both colonial and apartheid town 
planning schemes, the townscape as it exists today is a fabric of various racial and ethnic 
communities, predominantly comprised of Black African Zulu, Indian, and English-speaking 
white populations. These communities mostly reside outside the central business district, 
inhabiting suburbs and former township areas along the hillsides that flank the valley from all 
sides. As the provincial capital of KwaZulu-Natal, the city has maintained a privileged position 
of administrative prominence despite its modest population since the early years of modern 
settlement. Unlike much of the rest of the country, Pietermaritzburg’s political leanings largely 
bent toward liberalism through some of the darkest years of apartheid, producing reformists such 
as Alan Paton and his short-lived Liberal Party. But despite this politically moderate history, the 
city was not immune to decades of state sanctioned violence, from petty apartheid laws to the 
brutal internal conflict which gripped the province during the 1990s. 
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In the following chapters, this thesis develops a conjunctural and contextual reading of 
the production of space and memory in Pietermaritzburg, with a focus on political praxis and 
popular discourse. Chapter 2 situates historical factors and theory for consideration by drawing 
on the work of Stuart Hall to produce a series of relevant South African conjunctures of race, 
political economy, and space.2 Building on this foundation of conjunctural contextualization, 
Chapters 3 and 4 deploy what Derek Alderman refers to as a “politics of scale” to understand 
more contemporary contestations, representations, and reclamations of Gandhi in the 1990s and 
the present day, as well as the implications of such practices and struggles (Alderman 2003; 
Alderman 2006). These theoretical strategies will finally draw on the work of Lefebvre to 
demonstrate the multiplicity of ways rights to the city are claimed to produce space in the post-
apartheid urban context (1991), at the same time engaging with Mbembe’s (2005) work on 
notions of the “Afropolitan.” This thematic and historical progression grounds several questions: 
what is the relationship between agents—individual, collective, and institutional—and the 
memorial in South Africa? How does the timing of producing memorials play into these 
debates—past, present, and future? Who is empowered to produce and reconfigure urban cultural 
landscapes? And how, if at all, can memorials deconstruct and resubjectivize individuals, events, 
and themes in such a way that produces and encourages greater nuances in understanding 
histories? Finding answers to these complex issues will contribute to a greater understanding not 
only of Pietermaritzburg and its South African context, but also of other spaces of contested 
memory embedded in postcolonial townscapes and the ways they can strive for greater 
inclusivity moving forward. 
  
                                                        
2 My own encounter with the conjuncture came through Stuart Hall’s (1996) work on articulation theory. Building 
on the work of Antonio Gramsci, Hall’s framing of the conjuncture speaks to the South African context most 
coherently through the lens of cultural studies. 
 7 
Chapter 2: Literature Review and Relevant History 
Locating KwaZulu-Natal 
In its current spatial form, the South African province of KwaZulu-Natal was established 
in the aftermath of the apartheid era following the dissolution of the four historic provinces and 
Black African “homelands.” It is constituted almost entirely by the former province of Natal and 
the Zulu “homeland” territory of KwaZulu, a patchwork of “tribally” governed areas stretching 
from the Indian Ocean coast to the borders of Lesotho, eSwatini (formerly Swaziland), and 
Mozambique. With the exception of minor boundary modifications along the northern border 
with the former Transvaal province (present day Mpumalanga) and the incorporation of the 
Umzimkhulu exclave of the Eastern Cape, the territory as it exists today was formally codified 
by the 12th Amendment to the South African Constitution in 2005. This de jure definition of this 
territory is only the most recent in a long history of struggles over land, indigeneity, and power 
owing largely to legacies of colonialism and differential patterns of settlement along the 
southeastern coast of Africa. These historical struggles over the control of land and populations 
have produced one of the most diverse provinces in South Africa, comprising a plurality of 
racial, ethnic, religious, and language communities in a variety of urban and rural settings. The 
contemporary state of South Africa’s contested historical memory is attributable to these 
intersections of culture and politics, which often occurred violently. Outlining a general history 
of KwaZulu-Natal in the broader context of southern African history is useful for understanding 
the specific manifestations of demographic transitions, policy regimes, and spatial politics in 
Pietermaritzburg. Similarly, the landscapes of the city and surrounding region are best 
understood as assemblages of memories derived from individual and collective experiences 
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shaped through these social processes.3 Though most histories of South Africa describe a country 
straddling hybridized European and African identities, these often deemphasize the historically 
important cultural and economic linkages to other societies across the Indian Ocean. In order to 
challenge these dominant discourses, this chapter engages with theoretical frameworks and 
contemporary heritage discourses to situate South Africa’s changing post/colonial condition. 
After situating this thesis within existing literature, this chapter introduces a new South African 
geographic imaginary by placing the region within the Indian Ocean realm, providing a stronger 
basis for understanding its geographical linkages to the “East.” Reframing as part of a 
historically rooted narrative with aspects that can be read independent of colonial frames. 
Defining Heritage 
Studies of heritage and memory in geography exist within postcolonial societies like 
South Africa present unique challenges for academics and practitioners in shaping and reshaping 
cultural landscapes in ways that are both self-reflective, historically accurate, and restoratively 
just. While these inherited cultural landscapes are intrinsically linked to the postcolonial and 
transitional conditions of the societies they inhabit, they can be understood more completely 
when seen as assemblages of multiple socially produced factors and circumstances. To this end, 
taking a dialogical approach to “heritage” is useful for incorporating multiple voices, multiple 
experiences, and multiple understandings of what constitutes heritage, and can drastically alter 
the way forms of heritage are mobilized in policy, the built environment, and sociocultural 
networks. By expanding notions of what can be included in “heritage” and the ways this can be 
done, dialogical memorialization praxis offers new tools for creating cultural landscapes that 
                                                        
3 Chapter 1 uses Doreen Massey’s (1996) writings on “space-time” to illustrate the embeddedness of spatiality and 
temporality in sites of political praxis. 
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both represent and engage the complex geographies of postcoloniality. To explore these 
concepts, this section will first define the idea of “heritage” and the ways the concept is 
mobilized within the context of modernity/coloniality. Second, this section will define what is 
meant by “dialogical memorialization” and the problematics of a static heritage definition within 
the matrix of modernity/coloniality. It then situates notions of multiple forms of agency and 
memory within heritage studies, and spatializes these practices by placing them within cultural 
landscape geography. Throughout, a focus on heritage policy and governance regimes will be 
included. 
Though “heritage” has been defined vaguely over the course of history, most Euro-
American institutions (as well as their counterpart bodies in formerly colonized regions) tasked 
with monitoring, preserving, and administering cultural landscapes and assets have taken a view 
of heritage largely aligned with definitions given in the 1972 UNESCO Convention Concerning 
the Protection of the World Cultural and Natural Heritage. In Article I, the Convention defines 
two types of heritage: “cultural heritage” and “natural heritage.” “Cultural heritage” corresponds 
to assets which include “monuments, groups of buildings, and sites,” whereas “natural heritage” 
corresponds to “natural features, geological or physiographical formations, and natural sites” 
(UNESCO 1972). While this definition is useful in assigning spatial and place-based significance 
to sites of heritage, it does little to memorialize practices of heritage. A need for including forms 
of what later became known as “intangible cultural heritage” was addressed in UNESCO’s 2003 
Convention for the Safeguarding of Intangible Cultural Heritage, which defined these as 
“practices, representations, expressions, knowledge, skills – as well as the instruments, objects, 
artefacts and cultural spaces associated therewith – that communities, groups and, in some cases, 
individuals recognize as part of their cultural heritage” (UNESCO 2003). Similar UNESCO 
 10 
conventions, including the Universal Declaration on Cultural Diversity (2001) and the 
Convention on the Protection and Promotion of the Diversity of Cultural Expressions (2005) 
have also made strides in this area, with the recognition that heritage must include intangible and 
non-site-specific assets as well. 
South Africa’s heritage assets are overseen and governed by administrative agencies at 
the country’s three scales of government: national, provincial, and local. At the national level, 
the South African Heritage Resources Agency (SAHRA), an agency of the Department of Arts 
and Culture, is tasked with the protection and management of national heritage assets. The 
creation of SAHRA and the present heritage regulatory regime was by statute through the 
National Heritage Resources Act, No. 25 of 1999. This act integrated heritage institutions of both 
the apartheid state and those of semi-autonomous “Homeland” areas previously under various 
forms of “tribal” jurisdiction.4 The institutional reintegration primarily occurred at the provincial 
level, and while “tribal” authorities still exercise constitutionally-recognized sovereignty in many 
parts of the country, institutions which govern cultural landscapes in South Africa have all been 
reconstituted into respective provincial heritage resources authorities (PHRA). In all these 
places, some conventionally quotidian aspects of heritage are fully devolved to the decision-
making powers of local authorities. One area where this is particularly poignant is with issues of 
street naming: in South Africa, the burden of renaming streets often falls on the shoulders of city 
councils rather than on SAHRA and its subordinate agencies at the provincial and local levels 
(Alderman 2003; Koopman and Deane 2005). The devolution of responsibility to local 
                                                        
4 “Homelands,” also referred to as “Bantustans,” were established by the apartheid government of D.F. Malan under 
the Bantu Authorities Act (no. 68 of 1951), but built on “native reserves” established by British colonial officials in 
the early 20th Century. They created semi-autonomous, internationally unrecognized puppet-states far from major 
urban centers. 
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legislative organs has therefore made street naming an intensely political undertaking. It is also 
one of the most visible ways people come into contact with heritage landscapes.  
As the “winds of change” swept across the postcolonial world, political practitioners 
across Africa have found power in onomastics—the study of naming—to reclaim space and 
assert rights to indigeneity in newly-independent states. The United Nations recognized the 
importance of these debates and practices, and in 1967 convened the first United Nations 
Conference on the Standardization of Geographical Names. The report of this conference was 
subsequently adopted in the UN’s Economic and Social Council (ECOSOC) Resolution 1314 
(XLIV), and after convening a second ad hoc meeting 5 years later in 1972, it finally took its 
current form as the United Nations Group of Experts on Geographical Naming (UNGEGN). At 
an international level, UNGEGN functions as an onomastic advisory body rather than a 
regulatory agency. Its more than 400 members work with national governments and toponymic 
agencies to standardize onomastic features, maintain geospatial data, and provide resources to 
states that lack robust toponymic policy frameworks.  
At a national level, the South African Geographical Names Council functions as the 
current regulatory and adjudicatory body for standardizing, researching, and reconciling place 
names. Established by the South African Geographical Names Council Act (No. 118 of 1998), it 
was created to be a successor organization to two previous government bodies which functioned 
largely under a similar mandate: the Place Names Committee (PNC) established in 1939, and its 
successor organization the National Place Names Committee (NPNC) (Ndletyana 2012, 1; Raper 
1987, vi-vii). Almost every South African city has at this point renamed scores of streets to 
remove markers of apartheid, colonial politicians, and other antiquated signifiers of historical 
importance; these processes have primarily occurred at the local level. In Pietermaritzburg, the 
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city council renamed 19 streets in the early 2000s to reflect a new, more inclusive vision of the 
city. With the exception of Duncan McKenzie Street (renamed Peter Brown Drive after a local 
liberal activist), all street name changes in Pietermaritzburg were applied to streets with neutral, 
non-political names such as Loop, Berg, Longmarket, etc. (Koopman and Deane 2005). 
Pietermaritzburg’s approach to street renaming was one which prioritized coexistence of colonial 
and decolonial street names, in conjunction with practices of recentering cultural landscapes 
away from those produced during colonialism and apartheid. Despite attempts to make this 
process as conciliatory as possible, pushback did occur, though not to the extent as in Durban, 
where street renaming was more explicitly aimed at removing colonial legacy in favor of ANC-
aligned struggle heroes. This attempt to reinscribe meaning to the city’s cultural landscape was 
engaged with explicitly through a process of political regime change (Koopman 2012, 146). But 
aside from a valorization of colonial and apartheid era figures, the pushback to these changes, 
Koopman writes, is in response to something different, a more affective quality of the 
relationship between naming and place. Streets and place names are significant to individuals in 
the ways they are articulated with memories—when aspects of a place’s “official” status is seen 
to be vulnerable to change, that place still retains an “unofficial” meaning that retains a social 
life beyond the official change. Heritage is an assemblage of all of these constituent products and 
processes, both “official” and “unofficial,” but its most fundamental component evokes an 
affective quality common throughout human experiences, memory:  
“Street names accumulate individual layers of memories. To most members of an urban 
environment, Victoria Street, say, is known to be the most convenient street to use when 
you want to go from the railway station to the city market (the orientation function). But 
to one person the name Victoria Street may evoke the memory of “Why, that’s the street 
with the wonderful little café on the corner where I met my future wife”. To another 
person the same name may mean “That’s the street the tram followed when we used to 
take it to go to the seaside”. To me personally the Durban street name Musgrave Road 
evokes memories of wonderful swooping curves on the ups and downs of that road. 
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Wonderful, that is, for a young boy riding his bicycle across the Durban Berea hills on 
the way to school. This accumulation of ‘place-specific memories’ is also acknowledged 
by Azaryahu as something that can easily be lost when names change.” (Koopman 2012, 
152) 
 
This focus on policy serves to make legible several key points about the 
institutionalization of heritage within the Euro-American system and the ways modernity 
impacts how it is organized and produced. In Rodney Harrison’s Heritage: Critical Approaches 
(2013), a distinction is made between what is classified as “official heritage” and “unofficial 
heritage.” Objects, places, practices, and other assets organized and memorialized in the various 
registries mentioned previously inherently take on an “official” heritage designation by virtue of 
the process undertaken to include them on such lists. Unofficial heritage is that which retains 
unofficial meanings, whether in addition to or in lieu of official status. Oftentimes, heritage 
objects contain both official and unofficial heritage aspects, despite only being reflected by their 
“official” meanings (Harrison 2013, 14). Whether for the purposes of monocultural nation 
building as in the case of Croatia (Harrison 2013, 147), or multicultural nation building as in the 
case of South Africa (Harrison 2013, 151), these systems of tiered institutionalized heritage 
administration often mobilize memory for various projects of national narrative construction. 
Harrison also problematizes the myopic focus on categorization and assumption of linear 
temporal progress that Euro-modern heritage institutions often engage in as a product of 
coloniality/modernity (Harrison 2013, 6). In doing so, and by creating binaries such as 
UNESCO’s distinctions between “cultural” and “natural” heritage, these institutions often miss 
the fundamentally relational aspects of heritage, regardless of form. This issue is further 
complicated when interpreting objects and practices through the lens of the third category of 
“intangible” heritage. Attempting to produce heritage as a series of static objects rather than a 
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reflexive product of dialectical contestation limits possibilities for engagement with “heritage” as 
an affective assemblage.  
Creating a Dialogical Heritage 
Dialogical approaches to memorialization attempt to address a number of questions that 
traditional Euro-modern institutional approaches tend to overlook, or more accurately, are unable 
to ask. How can heritage be represented to include both “official” and “unofficial” aspects of its 
character? What are the ways in which humans and nonhumans are both constitutive of and 
linked within the process of making heritage? Can defining heritage be reworked to build-in 
considerations of its affective and embodied qualities? 
Answering these questions requires a re-definition of heritage and the ways it fits within, 
and possibly beyond, Euro-modern institutions. By centering “heritage” as a process (or a 
dialogue) in motion, produced in the present as a relationship to the past through “chains of 
connectivity (Harrison 2013, 4-6), Harrison briefly outlines what is meant by using the term in a 
dialogical context: 
“Heritage is not a passive process of simply preserving things from the past that remain, 
but an active process of assembling a series of objects, places and practices that we 
choose to hold up as a mirror to the present, associated with a particular set of values that 
we wish to take with us into the future.” (Harrison 2013, 4) 
Harrison further describes: 
“Heritage is not a ‘thing’ or a historical or political movement, but refers to a set of 
attitudes to, and relationships with, the past … Perhaps most importantly, heritage is 
formed in the present and reflects inherited and current concerns about the past.” 
(Harrison 2013, 14) 
With this in mind, Harrison suggests building on this notion to approach heritage making as an 
ontological project rather than an epistemic one. Thinking beyond institutions and classifications 
of heritage creates room for considering its affective nature; as heritage is socially constructed 
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using an assemblage of individual and collective memories, it is also produced by these 
memories’ respective emotional and embodied aspects. For postcolonial contexts like South 
Africa, heritage projects are rife with contested meanings and memories. As the following 
sections will explain, it is impossible to view heritage as removed from any of its constituent 
parts. Grounding this discussion in examples relating to decolonial protest movements, 
monumentation, and onomastics—the study of naming—and the ways it impacts urban social 
life will highlight two important considerations of dialogical heritage approaches: the affective 
and political qualities of intangible heritage, as well as the physicality of place-based cultural 
heritage. 
Writing a Landscape of Memory 
While heritage can be either tangible or intangible (or some combination thereof), 
memory exists thoroughly within the realm of the intangible. Its impacts, however, manifest in 
the reification of interpretations of the past in the present. It underwrites all heritage as well as 
the dialectical landscapes within which heritage is situated; as such, memory can be both a 
constructive and destructive force. It is constructed by individuals as a means of recalling past 
events and, through the process of collectivizing memory, results in the production of heritage. 
This reifying of memory in the form of heritage can also be read as a normalization of the social 
and political meanings articulated with the dominant narratives linked to forms of heritage. In 
addition to these simultaneous processes, Alderman writes that the production of landscapes of 
memory also serves to exert power through the authorization of space and time: 
“…landscapes of memory, like all cultural landscapes, have a normative power. They are 
important conduits for not just giving voice to certain visions of history but casting 
legitimacy upon them – a way of ordering and controlling the public meaning of the 
past.” (Alderman 2013, 188) 
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Whether in the form of constructing a statue, proclaiming a holiday, recognizing a cultural 
practice, or holding a commemorative event, the creation of heritage through a process of 
intentional recognition confers with it a status of authority. This is especially true when heritage 
institutions take part in authorizing such landscape features. Whether official in nature or not, the 
production of these landscapes of memory represents an intentional, material foregrounding of 
the past in the present. The production of heritage has been used as a means of ensuring that 
assemblages of memory are not lost, but rather written onto the landscape in both tangible and 
intangible ways. But like heritage, landscapes themselves are complex assemblages of social 
relations, convergent histories, and both human and non-human features; understanding heritage 
within this context therefore proves to be a challenging task. As such, it is important to be 
judicious and specific in readings of cultural landscapes. For the purposes of the argument 
developed in this paper, the social and political relations of various actors in producing heritage 
is the most obvious point of entry, but just the same could be said of heritage and its relation to 
practices of consumption and tourism if studied from a different angle.  
Agency in the Production of Cultural Landscapes 
The construction of cultural landscapes is a process that involves multiple agents working 
to mobilize memory collectively. To illustrate this, Harrison introduces the idea of “multiple 
agencies” when discussing the formation of cultural landscapes in the context of collectivized 
actors, or agents. In writing on agency, Harrison (2013) emphasizes that these assemblages of 
agents mobilize and distribute individual agencies unevenly (32-33). This notion is best 
understood through feminist theorists’ writings on embodiment and positionality, which are 
further explored in the section relating to the creation of a South African Gandhi. Understanding 
agency through an assemblage-based model works to achieve two major tasks: first, it helps to 
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disentangle static signifiers of politics such as race, class, and gender from collectivized agents; 
and second, it creates a more fluid relationship between cultural landscape production and 
destruction. While the first point is useful in better understanding coalitional agents in producing 
cultural landscapes, the second point emphasizes the fundamentally dialectical nature of cultural 
landscapes. As landscapes are reworked and new memories are authorized, some will begin to 
fade; this illustrates the concurrent destructive nature of memory as mobilized by agents in 
cultural landscape production. 
Drawing on the dialogic attempt to bring the “past into the present” (Alderman 2003, 
163), Azaryahu argues that: 
“Commemorative street names (like other place names) conflate history and geography 
and merge the past they commemorate into ordinary settings of human life. Embedded 
into language, they are active participants in the construction and perception of social 
reality.” (Azaryahu 1997, 481) 
 
But by attempting to foreground the past, these types of memorialization strategies often 
conceptualize the past as a homogeneous, well-defined idea. Streets named after individuals like 
Nelson Mandela risk contributing to images of individuals based in hagiographic understandings 
of history. Alderman makes the critique that these strategies can produce a “selective vision of 
the past, making historical representations appear to be the natural order of things” (Alderman 
2006, 223). It also illustrates the ways they retain what Harrison described heritage through an 
assemblage model, retaining both “official” and “unofficial” heritage status, interpreted variously 
between and among different communities, and creating differential landscapes of inclusion and 
exclusion. Conceptualizing agency as “authorized” and/or “unauthorized,” and heritage assets as 
“official” and/or “unofficial” can be useful for understanding motivations and intentions of 
various agents in the study of cultural landscapes. 
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South Africa: Decolonizing Heritage 
South African cultural landscapes have been sites of international attention since the 
highly publicized #RhodesMustFall movement toppled the statue of Cecil Rhodes at the 
University of Cape Town in 2015. Beyond the toppling of a single monument, however, 
#RhodesMustFall brought the world’s attention to South Africa’s university spaces beyond 
UCT—namely Rhodes University and the University of the Witwatersrand—as sites of 
decolonizing heritage landscapes. Occurring at a particular conjuncture of economic crisis and 
political transition in post-apartheid history, the #RhodesMustFall movement served as a national 
reckoning for a country just over two decades into a fledgling democratic era. Mbembe (2015) 
has cited the #RhodesMustFall movement as South Africa’s “Fanonian moment” with regard to 
the resurgence of decolonial and black consciousness philosophy in youth movements. 
Nyamnjoh (2016) has further highlighted the significance of #RhodesMustFall in facilitating the 
emergence of new, more radical approaches to reconceptualizing heritage defined by renewed 
attention to a politics of transformation: 
“Mbuyiseni Ndlozi, spokesperson for the Economic Freedom Fighters (EFF) called for 
the reconstruction of public monuments in non-oppressive ways, adding that the party 
would continue to ‘agitate’ and provide ‘ideological perspective’ on the removal of 
colonial and apartheid-era statues and monuments. Inspired by the RMF protest, a statue 
of Paul Kruger was allegedly defaced by members of the EFF in Tshwane, and a 
memorial statue in Uitenhage Market Square in the Eastern Cape was reportedly set 
alight by members of the EFF. The student protests had given the party’s campaign to 
remove colonial and apartheid statues and monuments added impetus. It was only logical, 
Ndlozi argued, that with the end of apartheid, public spaces configured in the image of 
the repressive forces of the apartheid era be reconfigured to reflect the dreams and 
aspirations of the new South Africa. Such reconfiguration is all the more imperative, 
especially in Cape Town where many public spaces continue to reflect grand reminisces 
of yesteryear.” (Nyamnjoh 2016, 99) 
 
Nyamnjoh’s accounts of the #RhodesMustFall movement makes the emergent politics of radical 
transformation on an ideological collision course with the politics of reconciliation that 
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characterized the late 1990s and early 2000s in South Africa. Such discourses on cultural 
landscapes in South Africa can be said to represent not only a backlash against the epistemic 
violence felt by the country’s black populations through hundreds of years of settler colonialism, 
but also the dissatisfaction with the corruption of a more recently enfranchised Black elite within 
the ranks of the ANC (Nyamnjoh 2016, 101). The reclamation of the university space—and 
through its reclamation, its decolonization—proved to be a gilded promise for many young South 
Africans who found themselves “replete not just with colonial era statues and symbols but also 
with pedagogical and conversational modes that regard black students as deficient, necessarily 
lagging in the civilizational race, and with course content that tells their history and describes 
their African present as above all a site of failure and lack” (Chaturvedi 2015). Reworking 
heritage is seen by many activists as a fundamental tool of decolonial struggle. It is why 
representations of Gandhi, used as a mobilization of reconciliation politics, are now facing 
increased scrutiny in the wake of #RhodesMustFall. Harrison (2013) makes the case that in 
settler societies, heritage institutions inherently play a “predatory” role in these contestations, 
where “certain forms of recollection manifest in the selection and management of particular 
cultural heritage places require the elimination or removal of other memories or forms of 
recollection” (Harrison 2013, 22). 
The current structure of the Euro-American inspired institutional heritage project in 
South Africa is primarily an epistemic one. It is predicated on an ability to know and categorize 
the past, to bound it, to objectify it. In postcolonial contexts this presents several issues, but even 
expanding what is considered “heritage” doesn’t fully address the problematics of defining 
heritage within the framework of coloniality/modernity. In turning to approaches that make use 
of dialogical heritage memorialization, traditional notions of “heritage” can be transgressed to 
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reimagine a new, inclusive, and restoratively just cultural landscape. As Koopman and Alderman 
describe, the production of heritage occurs in the present as a means of reproducing the past, but 
embedded within this reconstitution of history are various forms of memory that are mobilized 
within objects, place names, and social creations. By radically re-centering these discourses on 
foregrounding past struggles in contemporary ones, #RhodesMustFall introduced a critical new 
paradigm to heritage studies. 
Remembering Gandhi in South Africa: Localizing Memory 
The creation of a distinctly South African Gandhi has been produced and reworked by 
actors and groups for different purposes and with different outcomes across the political and 
social spectrum. But even within South Africa—which itself could be seen as a complex 
assemblage of memory—localizing the production of this image yields distinct, place-based 
outcomes that result from differential conjunctures. The fact that Johannesburg and 
Pietermaritzburg each have monuments to Gandhi, while Pretoria has none, is not coincidental. 
To understand each of these cases, it is important to view them as products of separate place-
based conjunctures in South African history. In Pietermaritzburg, a coalition of multi-racial, yet 
predominantly Indian-South African, residents worked for many years in the twilight of 
apartheid to create an official memorial in the form of a statue to the Mahatma in the city. This 
coalition, which became the Pietermaritzburg Gandhi Memorial Committee, consisted of local 
Indian merchants and public figures, as well as at least one sitting white councilmember. While 
both white and Indian members of this committee focused their efforts on official heritage status 
for the monument (in the form of permission for its construction on the site it is located), white 
members engaged with this struggle differently. As a fully enfranchised class (in 1993), whites 
were able to focus on political relations with the city council, while Indian residents focused 
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primarily on community organizing. The culmination of this coalitional organizing occurred on 7 
June, 1993, when in the shadow of the Colonial Building, this statue made history by becoming 
the first in South Africa to memorialize one of the country’s nonwhite citizens outside of a 
racialized Group Area for their contributions toward achieving a nonracial democracy. The 
location of this statue can be read as an intentional rescaling of nonwhite space in 
Pietermaritzburg by reinserting the memory of nonwhite residents of the city in the symbolic 
heart of it. The struggle also highlights the ways recognizing positionality, whether implicit or 
explicit, inherently force certain types of engagements with heritage. When read through an 
assemblage-based approach, these coalitions gain greater nuance and depth from the contexts 
that produced them. 
Communities of Race and Ethnicity 
The violent, dispossessive role of settler colonialism has produced unique geographies 
along the southeastern coast of Africa. With regard to this thesis, the most relevant portion of this 
history occurred after the arrival of European settlers. While there is evidence of early hominoid 
activity in KwaZulu-Natal dating as far as 100,000 years ago in the Ingwavuma area, the earliest 
records of permanent human settlement in the Pietermaritzburg area were the San people. 
Evidence of these hunter-gatherers can be found primarily in the Drakensberg in the 
mountainous interior of the province along the border of Lesotho (Nattrass 2017, 1-16). Prior to 
European arrival, the dominant ethnic group in KwaZulu-Natal were the amaZulu, a branch of 
the Nguni ethno-linguistic group in South Africa. The Zulu people continue to comprise the 
majority ethnic group in this part of South Africa. European arrival in southeastern Africa 
occurred beginning in the late 15th Century with Portuguese explorer Vasco da Gama’s 
expedition to India, though permanent settlement did not occur until much later. On Christmas 
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Day in 1497, he and his crew rounded the Cape of Good Hope and reached the coast of what 
would become known to European settlers as “Natal,” named in honor of the holiday. Control of 
the Cape Route became increasingly contested as European powers vied for supremacy over 
trade routes to India and East Asia. In 1652, the Dutch East India Company (Vereenigde 
Oostindische Compagnie, VOC) led by Jan van Riebeeck established the first permanent 
European settlement in South Africa. The colony served as a crucial maritime link between 
Europe and Asia, but in the process also enabled a series of economic systems based on 
enslavement, dispossession, and violence whose legacies would continue to define the country’s 
history through the present day. By the end of the 17th Century, the Dutch Cape Colony was only 
one of several geographic components of a vast Indo-Pacific maritime empire that stretched from 
modern-day Japan to the Netherlands by way of South Africa and Indonesia. 
The Dutch Cape Colony was located nearly 1000 miles away from the region which 
would later become known as Natal, but understanding the history of the Cape is important when 
discussing broad trends throughout modern South African history. The Colony’s economies were 
built on the enslavement and exploitation of labor from the Indian subcontinent and Dutch 
holdings in Southeast Asia, as well as indigenous Khoikhoi populations already present in the 
area. Manifest within the experiences of these mixed-race communities on the Cape are the 
embodied aspects of enslavement and dispossession that recur throughout South African history: 
the exploitation of resource wealth was built on the exploitation of black bodies and women’s 
bodies. The violence incurred upon women’s bodies through rape, enslavement, and social 
marginalization should be acknowledged and emphasized when discussing the early period of 
colonization in the Dutch Cape Colony. The strategies used by European colonizers to create 
“whiteness” as an identity during these years formed the foundation for the development of later 
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systems of classifying difference that would come to characterize much of South Africa’s later 
history. 
Following the Dutch settlement of the Cape and subsequent conflicts with Khoikhoi 
communities, the strategic importance of Cape Town became evident to Great Britain. In 1806, 
Britain gained control over former VOC holdings in South Africa and reorganized the territory as 
the Cape Colony. British expansionism led to a hastening of European settlement elsewhere in 
South Africa as Dutch Voortrekkers—ancestors of today’s Afrikaners—migrated into the 
country’s interior through a series of “Great Treks,” leading some as far north as Angola. The 
migration of these “Trekboers” encroached on the already occupied territories of Sotho-Tswana 
and Nguni peoples elsewhere in Southern Africa, and conflicts over land and resources often 
arose as a result of European contact. Fiercely independent and driven by a conservative 
Calvinist religious ideology, Afrikaners established “Boer Republics” to escape British territorial 
jurisdiction and assert rights to self-determination. The most prominent of these Boer Republics 
were the Orange Free State (Oranje Vrystaat, or OVS) and the South African Republic (Zuid-
Afrikaansche Republiek, ZAR, or Transvaal). The establishment of these white nation states in 
South Africa was significant in that it represented an early manifestation of Afrikaner self-
determination ideology articulated through ethno-nationalist projects.  
With the discovery of valuable mineral deposits, namely diamonds and gold, in the 
interior of South Africa in the late 19th Century, British authorities in the Cape Colony turned 
their attention to the Boer Republics as a strategic focus. The late 19th Century and early years of 
the 20th Century became characterized by both diplomatic and military conflicts as Britain 
attempted to assert colonial dominance over African societies and Boer Republics in pursuit of 
these resources (Nattrass 2017, 17-56). The most famous of these conflicts, the Boer Wars and 
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the Anglo-Zulu War, provided crucial proving grounds for Indian South Africans in testing their 
allegiance to the British Crown. Most notably, Gandhi himself became involved in such conflicts 
by volunteering as a stretcher-bearer for the British Army during the Second Boer War, part of a 
broader strategy framed within his politics of qualified emancipation (Desai and Vahed, 2015). 
This violent context in Natal in the late 19th Century is discussed further in Chapter 3 through a 
critical positioning of Gandhi within activist spheres in the Colony, both black and Indian. 
The city known today as Pietermaritzburg was founded by Voortrekker settlers in 1839, 
using a central street grid characteristic of similar Afrikaner agricultural towns in the region. The 
early dorp (Afrikaans for “village”) was known as Pieter Maritz Burg and was named after 
Voortrekker leaders Gert Maritz and Pieter Retief. Established as the capital of the Boer 
Republic of Natalia, Pietermaritzburg’s early years as a Voortrekker city were short lived, but 
their impact on the city’s cultural landscape can still be seen today. As was characteristic of 
Voortrekker dorps across the country, a standardized street grid of 450 ft by 150 ft was surveyed 
in what is today the city’s central business district (Haswell 1988, 24-27). Several years prior, 
however, in 1824, the British had established a small trading outpost on the Natal coast, known 
at the time as Port Natal. By 1835 the settlement had become incorporated as a dependency of 
the Cape Colony and renamed “Durban” after the British administrator of the Cape, Benjamin 
D’Urban. As British presence on the coast increased, the strategic value of Durban became 
apparent to the Afrikaners in Pietermaritzburg. At the Battle of Congella in 1842, British forces 
eventually overwhelmed the attempted takeover of Durban by the Natalia Republic, solidifying 
Britain’s grasp on Africa’s southern shores (Dominy 1992). The results of this territorial change 
can still be seen today: Pietermaritzburg became a distinctly British colonial capital, local Boer 
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populations migrated northward to the Orange Free State and Transvaal, and a tense new power 
dynamic between British settlers and the Zulu Kingdom began to take shape. 
With the growth of sugar plantations as a primary economic source in the British settler 
Colony of Natal came a demand for low-cost labor. As slavery was officially outlawed by the 
Crown in 1807, British colonial authorities turned to indentured Indian subjects as a source of 
inexpensive labor. In 1860, the first indentured Indian subjects arrived in Port Natal (Durban) 
from Madras (Chennai) on the Truro, carrying 342 individuals, almost entirely male, and mostly 
of Tamil and Telugu origin. Indenture in the latter half of the 19th Century marked the first of 
two main waves of Indian migration to Southern Africa, eventually bringing with it over 150,000 
indentured Indians to Natal over the next 5 decades. The second wave of Indian immigration 
came from what later became known as “passenger Indians” (often incorrectly referred to as 
“Arabs”) who relocated to South Africa voluntarily to start businesses. This emergent merchant 
class primarily hailed from Gujarat and Uttar Pradesh and included sizeable populations of 
Indian Muslims. While the former group of Indian migrants to South Africa largely stayed close 
to where their indenture had brought them, passenger Indians tended to move north into the 
interior of Natal and into the South African Republic (Chetty 2012). By the time Gandhi had 
arrived in South Africa in 1893, Indian migrants had formed inland communities and trading 
outposts stretching from Durban to Johannesburg. 
KwaZulu-Natal’s demographic profile today reflects these legacies of settlement and 
migration. According to the 2011 census, the province is South Africa’s second largest with a 
population of just over 10.2 million people, nearly half of whom live in the eThekwini (Durban) 
and uMgungundlovu (Pietermaritzburg) municipalities. At 86.8% of the total population, the 
majority racial group in the province consists of Black Africans, the majority of whom belong to 
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the Zulu ethnic group. At 7.4% of the province’s population, KwaZulu-Natal is home to the 
largest concentration of Indian South Africans in the country. Most of these populations are 
comprised of multi-generational communities and are descendants of indentured laborers and 
“passenger Indians,” though in recent years new populations of Indian immigrants have been 
attracted to the region. White populations are predominantly Anglo-descended, but minority 
enclaves of Afrikaner communities are present in the northern portion of the province; together, 
these groups makeup 4.2% of the population. Coloured and “Other” racial groups together 
comprise of 1.7% of people in the province (Statistics South Africa 2011, 21).5  
Racial Group Population Percentage 
Black African 8,912,921 86.8% 
Coloured 141,376 1.4% 
Indian or Asian 756,991 7.4% 
White 428,842 4.2% 
Other 27,170 0.3% 
Total 10,267,300 100.00% 
Figure 2.1: Census designated racial population groups in KwaZulu-Natal (Statistics South 








                                                        
5 A note on race: this thesis uses South African census-designated racial groupings when discussing racial 
demographics. These racial groupings were designated by apartheid era authorities for the purposes of classification, 
division, and control of population. While important to acknowledge and remember these legacies when discussing 
race, the purpose of their use in this text is not to reify or subscribe to the ideologies that produced them as 
signifiers, but rather to adopt a vernacular that is able to engage with and discuss complex legacies of settlement and 
power in South Africa in a legible way. When possible, these categories will be contextualized to the fullest extent 
in order to disrupt static, binary notions of race in society. 
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First language spoken Number Percentage 
isiZulu 7,901,932 77.8% 
isiXhosa 340,832 3.4% 
isiNdebele 111,657 1.1% 
Sesotho 79,416 0.8% 
English  1,337,606 13.2% 
Afrikaans  161,876 1.6% 
Figure 2.2: Predominant groups of first languages spoken in KwaZulu-Natal, minority 




Chapter 3: Remembering Gandhi: The Gandhi 
Memorial Committee 
A Movement Seizes a Moment 
The end of de jure apartheid was a gradual, inconsistent process, though it was defined 
by several key moments between the early 1980s and the election of 1994. It played out in the 
streets, on farms, in places of worship, in government negotiating rooms, in so-called “Frontline 
States,” and in the press. This period of time was characterized by great uncertainty, as political 
strife and social upheavals made post-apartheid outcomes difficult to predict. What became 
apparent, however, was that political and economic viability of the apartheid state as it had 
existed since 1948 was limited, and that the dawn of a new country was on the horizon. With 
racial tensions high and widespread violence on the rise, the KwaZulu-Natal Midlands became a 
battleground for competing visions of South Africa’s future.  
This chapter explores this transitional period in the KwaZulu-Natal Midlands as it relates 
to the formation of Gandhian memory. The intentional formation of this memory, facilitated 
primarily through the creation of the Pietermaritzburg Gandhi Memorial Committee, was 
situated within a context of civil strife and political violence, and in many ways can also be read 
as a response to these circumstances. The Committee and its supporting actors proactively 
engaged with early strands of reconciliatory politics that came to define the late 1990s and early 
2000s in South Africa. By working across racial and ethnic groups, these actors were able to 
present strategic visions for Pietermaritzburg that sought to ensure a viable post-apartheid future 
articulated through the Gandhi Statue itself. By leveraging their various capacities, Committee 
members were able to use the impending end of apartheid to advocate for this more inclusive 
strategic vision of a shared future. 
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Four short biographical vignettes in the early period of this struggle tell the story of a 
monument that, at the time of its erection, carried aspirations of a new, democratic, and inclusive 
post-apartheid reality. This narrative is pieced together through a series of interviews conducted 
with former mayor Rob Haswell and current Committee chairperson David Gengan, two of the 
original Committee’s surviving members, in June 2018, around the 125th anniversary of the 
“train incident.” These two men shed light on their own experiences working to reconfigure 
Pietermaritzburg’s cultural landscape, and discuss the roles of other key figures as well. Together 
with this testimony, I draw on the work of Goolam Vahed in his 2018 biography of Dr. Chota 
Motala, co-founder of the Gandhi Memorial Committee, to discuss the contextual factors that 
created political tenability for the statue’s erection in Pietermaritzburg’s central business district. 
What Vahed’s biography of Chota Motala does rather deftly is to provincialize critical discourses 
on Gandhi’s legacy from the agents that have struggled with his representation over time. To 
invoke a hagiographic image of a historical figure as a community or nation building endeavor is 
not an innovative nor novel project; to mobilize agents with motivations as diverse as the 
Committee’s during the twilight of apartheid speaks to a more significant struggle. By the end of 
this chapter, a politics of reconciliation begins to emerge from this group of diverse, forward-
thinking citizen activists, creating a bridge to a new, democratic era in South Africa. The 
alliances forged during these twilight years of apartheid provided a solid foundation for the city 
in navigating this otherwise tumultuous period of political transition and spatial transformation. 
Civic Infrastructure of Transition 
The Province of Natal’s situation during late apartheid was unique not only in its 
demographic makeup, but also in its political history. As a stronghold of South African 
liberalism, the city of Pietermaritzburg has been home to ideologues such as Alan Paton, Peter 
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Brown, and Selby Msimang. It is also where the non-racial Liberal Party of South Africa was 
chartered in 1953 by a multi-racial group of citizens in response to early apartheid laws, and 
fielded candidates locally for two unsuccessful elections in the 1950s (Brown 1988, 200). These 
electoral shortcomings, however, only represented a fraction of the party’s activity; as Brown 
also describes, most of the Liberals’ impact was “extra-parliamentary” through the relationships 
its members built with (predominantly white) activist groups such as the Black Sash and the 
Progressive Party, which did have electoral success. The Liberal Party was short lived; as 
restrictions on inter-racial assemblies became more stringent throughout the 1950s and 60s, the 
viability of the party grew futile, and it eventually disbanded in 1968. Although the party’s 
membership was predominantly White, its relationships with the city’s nonwhite communities 
was an inflection point for local racial politics during the apartheid period. By setting a precedent 
for this type of cross-racial coalition building, the Liberal Party’s most significant long-term 
impacts were felt through the political culture to which it contributed. From the 1970s onward, 
elections in Pietermaritzburg’s two White electoral constituencies (PMB North and PMB South) 
were almost always narrowly contested between ideologically anti-apartheid parties and the 
National Party (Thompson 1988). 
The influences of this political culture are clearly displayed in the early roots of the 
Gandhi Memorial Committee; local political institutions, however, responded to a different set of 
forces. Rob Haswell’s election to the Pietermaritzburg city council in 1988 was a reaction to the 
threat of covert National Party incursion into local government. The incident, which he speaks to 
below, speaks to the nuances of Pietermaritzburg’s hybrid urban geographies, the product of 
multiple systems of colonial power relations: 
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“In the case of Maritzburg—and I think [it was] only the 80s that the first Afrikaans 
speaking guys got elected to the council—there was a Christian prayer, everything was in 
English. Huge paintings of the queen. It was literally an outpost of the British Empire. 
The majority of the councilors were Freemasons. So yes, you could say they weren’t 
blatantly [racist], but they would’ve voted for [Jan] Smuts’ United Party. Because if one 
thing united them, they loved British royalty and hated Afrikaners. So you wouldn’t get 
any National Party people there. In 1988, the National Party decided surreptitiously that 
they’d put up so-called independents. They did a deal with… three, four, five of the 
existing councilors. We became aware of it, two of us got together and formed what we 
called ‘Put Pietermaritzburg First.’ And we won in 88.” (R. Haswell, personal interview, 
June 22, 2018) 
 
Unlike the rest of South Africa at the time, the politics of Pietermaritzburg were more akin to a 
British colony than an Afrikaner ethno-nationalist project. The comparison Haswell makes to the 
defunct-United Party of Jan Smuts encapsulates the prevailing mood of the city’s political 
climate during late apartheid: a recognition that the current political situation is untenable, 
combined with a reticence to disrupt the balance of power in any kind of radical way. These 
power relations serve as a necessary backdrop for the activity of the Committee during this 
period, but are especially relevant to the work Haswell undertook to move the project of 
memorialization forward through White institutions. 
Despite the moderately-liberal political temperament of Natal’s enfranchised classes, the 
decade prior to the 1994 elections was rife with violence, the worst of which occurred during 
what became known as “The Seven Day War” in 1990. The conflict, fought primarily between 
supporters of the Inkatha Freedom Party (IFP) and the African National Congress (ANC), 
exposed rifts in the province’s urban and rural areas, and created spillover effects in communities 
irrespective of racial grouping. In all, “200 people died and 20,000 were displaced” in the 
KwaZulu-Natal Midlands (Merrett 2013). The Seven Day War was only a single manifestation 
of a civil war that lasted roughly a decade in the province and involved combatants from the 
ANC, the IFP, the UDF, and the South African apartheid government. As the Gandhi 
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Committee’s memorialization project progressed and the 1994 election approached, violence in 
the Midlands continued to underscore negotiations. Under these circumstances, the cost of 
unsuccessfully negotiating a tenable solution to end apartheid became dire. 
These two extremes dealt a difficult hand to the Gandhi Memorial Committee in its early 
years of organizing. This context also likely influenced the Committee’s solitary orientation 
toward Gandhi, rather than other activist figures in the Indian community, due to his advocacy of 
nonviolent struggle. As a reaction to the threat of widespread violence, and as an iteration of a 
culture of political liberalism, the Gandhi Memorial Committee worked toward an outcome that 
made sense in its time and place. The Committee’s decisions, however, should be more 
accurately read as products of political prudence rather than as convenient compromises. Though 
individual motivations for Committee involvement differed, making a locally-rooted claim to 
Gandhi can be read as part of the larger project of creating a new, inclusive form of South 
African nationalism. 
The Roots of the Gandhi Memorial Committee 
In 1989, the Pietermaritzburg Gandhi Memorial Committee was formed with the primary 
purpose of memorializing the upcoming 120th anniversary of Gandhi’s birth, and additionally, 
the centenary of his “train incident” at the Pietermaritzburg Station. The formation of this 
committee occurred in two primary meetings: one which occurred on April 20, 1989, followed 
by the official launch of the Committee on October 2, 1989, the 120th anniversary of Gandhi’s 
birth (Vahed 2018, 220-221). These two meetings took place at the Natal Museum, facilitated by 
museum director Brian Stuckenberg. Though an entomologist by training, Stuckenberg’s 
commitment to the museum as a space of community engagement allowed the Committee to 
subvert the Group Areas Act and other population control measures by providing a nonracial 
public forum. In a December 1990 New York Times article about apartheid era artifacts, 
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Stuckenberg advocates for intentional engagement with “baggage of the past” on the part of 
citizens and museums because “the Government could not be trusted to do it” (Wren 1990). 
Through his support of activist groups such as the Committee, as well as a progressive vision for 
what the museum should become, Stuckenberg was an important steward of the museum’s 
legacy as an integrated, non-racial space (Stuckenberg 1988, 162). As an early member of the 
Committee, Stuckenberg’s supporting role was one of several that Committee members say 
should not be overlooked: 
 
“I think because people like [Brian] Stuckenberg and so on were involved, they had 
venues like the museum and so on where they could meet—and [the] university. Because 
the university environment—while apartheid was around—the university environment 
was one where you could interact. Lecturers especially were quite open to the cross-
integration of people at that time. So I think that was a benefit that we had. We had a very 
strong museum structure here, and university structure here, that allowed this thing to 
actually happen. And I mean universities were like, neutral kind of ground. Cops didn’t 
go in there and do what they can do, you know? It was a kind of church environment.” 
(D. Gengan, personal interview, June 20, 2018) 
 
While these efforts were spearheaded by prominent figures in Pietermaritzburg’s Indian 
community, they also included several progressive Whites and a limited number of Black 
Africans. From the Committee’s inception, the involvement of a diverse, representative cohort of 
members was not only a consideration, but a crucial one: 
 
“There were social democrats that were White and Coloured that were in the community 
here. Some of them academics at the university, who at great danger to themselves and 
their careers, said apartheid is wrong. They stood up for that…. This city has a history of 
people from across the color lines coming together on issues like this. And so it made 
sense for them to have a well-representative committee. There was an African guy called 
Khaba Mkhize who was a young reporter at the Witness—our main newspaper here—he 
was a member of that Committee. And of course the museum curator, Professor 
Stuckenberg, he chaired the first meeting to establish the committee. So there was a nice 
cross section—of course it was predominantly Indian, but it was other people also.” (D. 
Gengan, personal interview, June 20, 2018) 
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The burden of transitioning the city away from the apartheid era was borne as much by 
civil society groups as it was by local, provincial, and national governments. At this critical 
conjuncture in South African history, the Gandhi Memorial Committee found itself needing to 
balance the diverse interests of community groups that had not previously been afforded space to 
work congruently. What began as an endeavor by local Indian activists to memorialize Gandhi’s 
famous “train incident” gained a much broader mandate by virtue of the coalition it necessitated. 
Understanding the background and prior experiences of several key Committee members 
continues to shed light on how this mandate was fulfilled. 
Dr. Chota Motala: The Transnational Visionary 
Local activist Dr. Chota Motala was arguably the primary driver behind the Gandhi 
Memorial Committee. A medical doctor by trade, Motala was born in Pietermaritzburg but 
became educated in India before returning to South Africa in 1948. Vahed (2018) describes this 
period in Motala’s life as greatly informative for his future political activism, and especially with 
regard to coalition building. Following his arrival in India in 1939, Motala became interested in 
Indian independence and began working with the Indian National Congress (INC) to achieve this 
following the end of World War II. Motala’s political and medical education in India also led 
him to interact with both Mohandas Gandhi and Jawaharlal Nehru, as well as Pakistani 
independence figure Muhammad Ali Jinnah. Unlike many other early members of the 
Committee, Motala’s primary ideological influence appeared to have been Nehru rather than 
Gandhi; in this regard, Motala was ideologically similar to his contemporary, Nelson Mandela 
(Vahed 2018, 30-31). The Nehru government’s stance on shaming apartheid at the international 
level, articulated through platforms such as the United Nations and the Bandung Conference, 
remained influential to Motala’s own ideological growth, and contributed to his lifelong belief in 
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the possibility of an inclusive form of South African national identity irrespective of identity 
(Vahed 2018, 32).  
Dr. Motala’s return to South Africa was defined by both his service to others as well as 
by the controversy his activities attracted. From charity-based medical care to his participation in 
the now-infamous Treason Trial, Dr. Motala quickly became a prominent figure beyond just the 
Natal Indian community. It was in 1971, however, that Motala first encountered a debate over 
the role of Gandhi in South Africa, when the Natal Indian Congress (NIC) was re-initiated in 
Phoenix, Natal. As Vahed argues, the rise of the Black Consciousness Movement led NIC 
members to reconsider whether the inclusion of “Indian” in the organization’s name was 
politically advantageous: 
 
“Pietermaritzburg delegates were at the forefront of those arguing for its omission, 
possibly because of their close working relationship with non-Indian activists. However, 
the convention narrowly voted to retain the name because of the historic links with 
Gandhi. Those in favour of retaining the name argued that the NIC was a non-racial 
organization, but that apartheid made it difficult for activists to work in the residential 
areas of other racial groups. The retention of ‘Indian’ was expedient in the peculiar 
conditions of South Africa.” (Vahed 2018, 166) 
 
The incident speaks to an emergent set of socio-historical circumstances that reappear 
during the founding of the Gandhi Memorial Committee in 1989, which broadly relate to the 
question: how do Indian South Africans craft an identity distinct, yet consistent with, new 
imaginaries of both Indian and South African nationalisms? Given the settlement histories of 
Indian communities in the country, this question has proven to be difficult to grapple with 
regardless of external circumstance. In Gandhi, Motala and others found a promising starting 
point. With historical relevance to both India and Natal, a globally-recognized name, and a 
following of philosophical adherents in South Africa, Gandhi’s image was leveraged, in part, to 
work toward solidifying identity-claims of these local communities. 
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Though Motala passed away on May 20, 2005, his experiences in Pietermaritzburg as 
well as India can help inform several assumptions about the ways he engaged with the 
Committee’s memorialization project. Motala’s struggle to reclaim Gandhi in Pietermaritzburg 
appears to have been based primarily in the pragmatic pursuance of social reconciliation and 
unity rather than an inherent affinity toward Gandhian philosophy. As others on the committee 
have articulated, Motala’s leadership and position as an advocate was crucial, perhaps more so 
than any of its other members, for the Committee’s initial and continued viability. 
Dasarath Bundhoo: The Gandhian Trade Unionist 
While Dr. Motala is often credited for his leadership of the Committee, both David 
Gengan (personal interview, June 20, 2018) and Vahed (2018, 221) credit local trade unionist 
Dasarath Bundhoo with the ideological vision for the project. Described as a “true Gandhian, in 
every aspect of his life” (D. Gengan, personal interview, June 20, 2018), Bundhoo became 
inspired to elevate Gandhi’s impact in South Africa after travelling to India to participate in a 
Salt March reenactment in 1988. Bundhoo’s trip to India coincided with the 60th anniversary of 
Gandhi’s original Salt March, and included dignitaries and officials from over 14 countries 
(Hazarika 1988). Though Bundhoo had been adherent to Gandhian principles of living 
throughout his personal life and activist career, the post-apartheid conjuncture gave him 
perspective to envisage the promise of constructing Gandhi as a figure of unity (Vahed 2018, 
225). Bundhoo was locally active in the Arya Samaj movement of Hinduism throughout his life, 
an involvement which proved critical in meeting Nelson Mandela prior to his imprisonment. In 
1961, Bundhoo helped Mandela avoid arrest by hosting him at the Plessislaer Arya Samaj Hall in 
Edendale, and remained active in the movement until his death (Haswell 2013, 134). 
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In addition to Bundhoo’s philosophical orientation toward Gandhi, his prolific political 
activism spanning several decades was also a defining aspect of his life in Pietermaritzburg. 
Bundhoo was one of just a handful of members of the Natal Indian Congress who participated in 
both the original organization as well as its revived iteration from the 1970s. Given that most of 
the original members were either ailing or under “banning orders” from the apartheid regime, 
Bundhoo helped to resurrect the organization. Bundhoo’s political activities never brought him a 
banning order like many of his activist colleagues. However, as a member of both the UDF as 
well as the resurrected NIC, he did attract the surveillance of Special Branch6 on several 
occasions. The policing of activists during the late period of apartheid was a great hinderance 
during this period of time, but as David Gengan alluded to, the coalitions formed by members of 
the Committee were crucial for subverting state sponsored surveillance: 
 
“Mr. Bundhoo was more a conservative kind of person, a trade unionist, and he 
represented Indian workers in the leather industry and so on, and African workers also. 
But he never interacted with other communities like Dr. Motala, because he was a 
political actor. Mr. Bundhoo was a social activist. But those are the early beginnings…. 
these guys stuck it out. People like that took great criticism from everybody. And of 
course, Special Branch and everybody is onto them.” (D. Gengan, personal interview, 
June 20, 2018) 
 
Rob Haswell has also described Bundhoo as the “driving force” behind the effort to erect the 
Gandhi Statue in its current location (2015, 63). Through a friendship forged through shared 
interest in the economic advancement of the city, Bundhoo and Haswell were able to work 
together to highlight Pietermaritzburg’s significance in developing a new, more inclusive 




                                                        
6 Special Branch was one of the most infamous South African Police units during the apartheid period. The unit was 
responsible for surveillance of civilians, extrajudicial torture, and other forms of state-sponsored violence.  
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Rob Haswell: The Geographer of Transition 
One of the Committee’s most notable, and continuously serving, white members has been 
longtime politician and academic Rob Haswell. Haswell’s initial encounter with the Committee 
occurred in 1989 while serving as a city councilor in Pietermaritzburg. After working with the 
Indian business community in Northdale on economic development projects, Haswell became 
acquainted with Bundhoo: 
 
“[Bundhoo] came to see me one day in the city hall and started speaking about Gandhi. 
He wanted a statue… And basically asked me for money.… my knowledge of Gandhi 
was quite superficial compared to his—he was an absolute devotee. We established a 
good rapport and I said, ‘I can’t promise you [a statue] but I can support this strongly in 
the council. I’ll give you my word now that I’ll motivate it.’” (R. Haswell, personal 
interview, June 22, 2018) 
 
Haswell worked in his official elected capacity to bring legitimacy to the Committee’s idea, but 
also realized that his involvement in the effort was met with skepticism by some of the 
Committee’s nonwhite members. How could he, a white city councilor, elected to an apartheid 
legislative body, act in good faith to amplify the voices of disenfranchised communities? As 
Haswell described, the answer was partially found through further research on his own part. By 
reaching out to elders in the Indian community of Northdale, Haswell was able to apply cultural 
geographic methods to locate and record the histories of Gandhi’s legacy in Pietermaritzburg 
(Haswell 1988, 217). By uncovering lost and forgotten sites of Gandhian legacy throughout the 
city, Haswell was able to gain the confidence of skeptical members of the Committee. 
 
“I knew stuff about Gandhi that they [the Committee] didn’t know! So I got very close 
with Bundhoo. I know when I phoned him when the council approved it. He was the first 
person I phoned. He burst into tears. He said, ‘I must tell you, I’ve been praying about 
this every day, and you were adamant you wanted it there, and I thought no way. Maybe 




Rob Haswell’s life prior to his contributions on the Committee included several stints as a 
cultural geography lecturer in the United States and South Africa, a role which influenced his 
thinking on centering the role of cultural landscapes in the transition from apartheid to 
democracy. In honor of the sesquicentennial anniversary of the city’s founding in 1988, Haswell 
co-edited the book Pietermaritzburg 1838-1988: A New Portrait of An African City along with 
fellow University of Natal history lecturer John Laband. Haswell and Laband’s book marked a 
critical moment in this re-envisaging of South African urban space, as it introduced new voices 
and narratives into local historiography up to that point. In addition to the introduction of new 
voices, the book provincialized existing hegemonic narratives of South African and local history. 
The book’s introduction, penned by Laband, articulates a departure from problematic 
historiography that had defined precedent thus far: 
 
“… there is an insistently growing awareness that Pietermarizburg is not just the City of 
white settlers of the nineteenth century and their descendants, but of all the people who 
make their homes here and work for its prosperity. Consequently, the part played by 
black people in the City’s life will increasingly receive the just attention that has been 
denied it in so many works published in the past.” (Laband 1988) 
 
The “New Portrait” worked to show what had been present all along: the diverse stories of 
people who contributed to the making of Pietermaritzburg by simply writing the city from 
different angles. For Haswell, much of his motivation to become involved with memorialization 
efforts in the city stemmed from his geographic training. Memorials needed intentionality with 
placement and context, he argued, in order to properly reflect the changing winds of politics and 
society. The transformative qualities of reconfiguring “townscapes” (urban cultural landscapes) 
is a theme on which Haswell has written extensively since his involvement with the Committee. 
But what has perhaps been most consistent through Haswell’s years of writing on and from the 
local townscape has been his commitment to the ethos of the nation building epoch he lived: “In 
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essence our Constitution calls on us ‘to recognise the injustices of our past, honour those who 
suffered for justice and freedom, respect those who have worked to build our country,’ and 
reminds us that ‘South Africa belongs to all who live in it, united in our diversity’. Surely our 
townscapes should do just that.” (Haswell 2015, 67).  
With regard to the issue of statue placement, Haswell took a keen interest in the Church 
Street Mall, a major commercial thoroughfare in the city’s central business district. At the time 
of the Committee’s discussions, Church Street was slated for renovations, including 
pedestrianization and amenity upgrades. While some on the Committee advocated for the 
placement of the statue to be proximate to the Pietermaritzburg Station, Haswell proposed a 
more radical reorientation of urban space: 
 
“I think there was a strong feeling that, of course Gandhi was most popular in the Indian 
community. And I think some people thought they owned Gandhi. Why would anyone 
else want to be interested in Gandhi? So I made it my business to know more about 
Gandhi, his links, what happened at the station. And convinced them that the obvious 
placement for the statue is at the Church Street Mall, right in front of the Colonial 
Buildings. And they all looked at me like, ‘you’ve lost your marbles, there’s no way the 
city council will agree to that.’ And I think I said words to the effect of, ‘just leave that to 
me.’” (R. Haswell, personal interview, June 22, 2018) 
 
More fundamentally, the issue of placement was indicative of a broader discourse over 
ownership of memory. As Haswell and others have alluded, Gandhi’s role in South Africa is 
especially partial to communities and individuals of Indian descent. Was it possible, or even 
appropriate, for a Committee led by Indian South Africans yet contingent on the support of 
Whites, to position his image outside a predominantly Indian community? Geographic issues of 
scale came to a head as the Committee deliberated on this complicated question. Ultimately, the 
prevailing politics of reconciliation—to which a majority of the Committee’s members 
ascribed—prevailed. In the process, a symbolic reclamation of space occurred by positioning 
 41 
Gandhi in relation to the former colonial administration building. Like Dr. Motala, Haswell 
possessed a strategic vision for the young Committee that translated well when it came time to 
win the support of the White council: 
 
“I pointed out to them that this was a city of statues. That you had Queen Victoria, 
[Theophilus] Shepstone, Piet Retief, Gert Maritz—you had four statues to four people. 
Nothing wrong with those, they’re part of the city’s history, but equally, if you look on 
the world stage, Retief, Maritz, they’re not world figures. Gandhi is. Easily the most 
famous event in the history of this city, unquestionably, is the fact that Gandhi got thrown 
off at the station. So who can argue with that? That’s critically important, we’ve got an 
opportunity here to pay homage to that.… I [also] proposed an Alan Paton one further up 
the street, which looked down a side street to the green hills… [so] if you walk down this 
mall, you’ve got Paton, Gandhi, Piet Retief, boom. They’re all here. There’s the history 
of the city on display. And it passed. I wasn’t saying tear down Retief, or get rid of him 
or ship out the Queen, so I don’t think they felt threatened. The sky wasn’t going to fall if 
you put up a Gandhi statue. And so we pulled it off.” 
 
Haswell’s role as a city councilor, member of parliament, and eventual mayor also 
proved strategic throughout the Committee’s early years. Elected as a non-partisan member of 
the Pietermaritzburg Council as a representative for the Scottsville constituency, Haswell’s entry 
into the sphere of electoral politics began in 1988. As a member of the Democratic Party (DP), 
Haswell was concurrently elected to Parliament for Pietermaritzburg South in 1989. His 
involvement with the ANC began in 1992, after defecting from the Democratic caucus in 
Parliament along with four other elected DP politicians. After officially becoming independents, 
the group of five publicly began caucusing with the ANC in the country’s last Whites-only 
legislative assembly. The defection was a critical inflection point in the leadup to the 1994 
elections as it marked a broadening of the ANC’s base beyond the Black African communities it 
had historically courted (Wren 1992). In 1995, Haswell was elected as the first post-apartheid 




David Gengan: The Steward of a Legacy 
David Gengan’s involvement with the Gandhi Memorial Committee stemmed from his 
involvement with the recently-revived Natal Indian Congress (NIC), which is where he first 
came into contact with Dr. Motala. The revival of this activist group was in response to the 
Tricameral Parliamentary reforms of State President P.W. Botha in 1983, but its roots can be 
traced historically to Gandhi himself. Gengan’s work as an anti-apartheid activist in the NIC 
was, as he described, inspired by the promise of a nonracial future for the country through his 
opposition to the Tricameral Parliament: 
“… the committee, when they started getting people together, they realized, look, you 
have an opportunity here to bring communities together. Now Dr. Motala at that time, he 
was the chairperson of the Natal Indian Congress for the Pietermaritzburg region, and I 
was a member of that… the NIC was underground, like the ANC, like the UDF, and so 
on, this was the late 80s. And at that time this whole move was to oppose the Tricameral 
System of Parliament, of government at that time. Where the government wanted a white, 
separate white council, separate Indian council, separated Coloured council, no council 
for Africans. They would be in the townships. So we, the NIC, was resurrected for that 
purpose, to oppose this thing.” (D. Gengan, personal interview, June 20, 2018) 
 
Though Gengan was not involved with the committee at its inception, he did play a role in 
organizing the centenary celebration after joining in 1993. In reflecting on the impact of the 
statue’s placement, Gengan shed light on the development of the discourse over the scaling of 
Gandhi’s memory: 
“When the Gandhi statue was erected, it was done in an apartheid city at that time. It was 
a white controlled council. And in fact, they didn’t want to approve the location of that, 
they said it must be down in the Indian business district, because it was Group Areas that 
was still in place at that time. Indian business people functioned in one part of the city, 
and white people functioned in another. And this was right in the middle of the CBD, 
which was white. So thankfully we had people like Rob on the council at that time, and 
they argued—Rob argued, because he was part of this Gandhi committee at the time, in 
‘89—and he argued that Gandhi belongs to everybody, so why should it be in the Indian 
area? It must be in the CBD” (D. Gengan, personal interview, June 20, 2018) 
 
The debate over Gandhi’s place (vis-à-vis his placement) in the city’s public imaginary began 
primarily as an internal concern of the Gandhi Committee and local council. Gengan discusses 
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this issue with regard to South Africa’s current conjuncture in Chapter 4, as contemporary 
discourses have once again called into question Gandhi’s place in the city. 
Additional Narratives 
The viability of the Gandhi Memorial Committee in its early years was not attributable to 
one person alone, but rather to the combined efforts of those serving on it and those contributing 
to its success from the sidelines. Together, this diverse coalition was able to build a social 
institution in the face of apartheid that was greater than the sum of its parts. But in addition to the 
people mentioned in this chapter, others also proved critical during this period. By focusing on 
these four in particular, we can begin to understand the intentions behind deploying Gandhi as 
public memory in this local context. It also highlights the ways the complicated, hybrid 
geographies of Pietermaritzburg created the conditions for this movement to be successful in its 
time and place. Together, these elements depict several portraits of how Gandhi’s memory was 
mobilized at a complicated conjuncture in South African history, but the narrative thus far still 
leaves several unknowns. As Vahed explains in his biography of Dr. Motala: 
 
“There was a strong perception among interviewees that the close working relationship 
between activists across race lines in Pietermaritzburg was probably unmatched in other 
centres and ought to be understood in any reflection on Motala as a personal intellectual 
project and member of this community. Unfortunately, those who could shed light on 
Motala’s linkages in the African community—Moses Mabhida, Harry Gwala and Archie 
Gumede locally and Walter Sisulu, Nelson Mandela and Robert Resha nationally—have 
died and that aspect remains inadequately covered in this story. Peter Brown, Alan Paton 
and Denis Hurley could have spoken of Motala’s co-operation with the city’s white 
liberals but that too is mostly unexplored. The majority of interviewees are activists 
belonging to the NIC; even here some voices predominate because others, for various 
reasons, could not be interviewed. But Craig Robertson provides a sober reminder: 
‘archives will always be incomplete and history cannot be known in its entirety.’” (Vahed 
2018, 7) 
 
Though speaking about Dr. Motala’s life broadly, analogous aspects of this account could 
be said of the entire Committee during this period as well. In interviews conducted with long-
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serving members of the committee, as well as informal interactions with current ones, anecdotes 
of its exceptionalism rise above many other themes. As with all historical inquiries of this sort, 
the passage of time takes its toll on recording such narratives fully. Khaba Mkhize, a highly 
respected journalist and only known Black African founding member of the Committee, passed 
away in 2016. Dasarath Bundhoo passed away in 2013, and Chota Motala in 2005. Other figures 
who worked adjacent to the Committee in various capacities, such as former mayor Omar Latief 
and the political firebrand Harry Gwala, have also passed on. 
The minutiae of the Committee’s early history, specifically with regard to these blind 
spots, may never be fully known. But what has emerged through biographical and geographic 
forensics is that the outcomes it produced were, indeed, exceptional in many ways. The project 
of democratic nation building in South Africa began long before the election of Nelson Mandela 
to the executive in 1994—it was fomenting in communities across the country, and had localized 
manifestations in places like Pietermaritzburg through citizen movements like the Gandhi 
Committee. A negotiated end to apartheid meant broadening coalitions to work toward a shared 
future, and in the process, highlighted how diverse interests could be leveraged to achieve results 
that are tenable—for most. 
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Chapter 4: Reclaiming Gandhi: India in 
Pietermaritzburg 
Commemorative Localization 
The 125th anniversary of Gandhi’s now-infamous “train incident” brought India to 
Pietermaritzburg. The week’s activities included a pan-African youth symposium, an unveiling 
of a two-sided bust of Gandhi, and a theatrical reenactment of the incident (broadcast to well 
over one billion people in both India and Africa). It produced an ephemeral landscape of 
performance and introduced a new actor to the city’s storied legacy of memorialization efforts. 
The rapid reconstitutions of urban space that occurred in Pietermaritzburg during June 2018 were 
not isolated events; they were linked to long-term processes of reworking a dynamic post-
apartheid urban townscape through the actions and motivations of the diverse agents that 
engaged in these contestations. This chapter focuses on the contemporary points of contact 
between two main groups: Pietermaritzburg’s multi-generational Indian South African 
community and the Government of the Republic of India. In the context of the centenary of 
Nelson Mandela’s birth, contemporary representations of both Madiba and the Mahatma by their 
respective national governments can further situate their role as diplomatic assets. These 
localized events should also be situated with growing critical discourses both within academic 
and popular circles across Africa. Gandhi’s role as a liberation figure in Africa has become 
highly contested in recent years due to his politically-influenced and racist writings on Black 
African communities in South Africa in the late 19th and early 20th Centuries. Through a series of 
interviews and a first-hand account of commemorative events that occurred between June 2018 
and early 2019, the chapter works to understand the ways various actors are claiming ownership 
and contesting representations of Gandhi across various geographic scales. This continues the 
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story of the Gandhi Statue on the Church Street Mall, and introduces a second memorial at the 
Pietermaritzburg Station.  
The Geopolitics of Representation 
Geopolitical realignments of the post-Cold War era have sought to re-position state actors 
in the “Global South” as autonomous agents. Through formalized coalitions such as IBSA and 
BRICS, state actors have been reworking global coalitions by fostering economic solidarity 
external to the “Global North.” These efforts have proven successful in reifying new geopolitical 
imaginaries by building upon solidarity networks between anti-colonial liberation movements 
and “Third World” political traditions more broadly (Korengay 2012). As this chapter shows, the 
careful production and export of intangible cultural assets (including hagiographic constructions 
of individuals) has also been an important way these networks have been maintained and 
developed over time. As a result of historical factors, India in particular has been uniquely 
positioned to leverage this practice as an integral aspect of its current foreign affairs regime. 
India’s diaspora populations are among the most diverse and widely distributed in the world, 
ranging from the Caribbean to Oceania. As discussed in Chapter 2, the differential patterns of 
these communities’ settlement practices were facilitated by the geographic scope of the Victorian 
economic order through the colonial project’s demands for indentured and low-cost labor. While 
these diaspora communities are diverse, distinct, and largely unrelated, they do share some 
cultural overlaps that have, in recent years, been increasingly seen as a point of leverage for 
Indian (state) interests abroad. Recent Indian administrations, including the current Modi 
Administration, have placed great on engaging with these communities as an exercise in soft 
power diplomacy. As a historical figure, Gandhi is often regarded as a human rights icon with 
the likes of Martin Luther King, Jr., and Nelson Mandela; his representation, therefore, invokes a 
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well-established moral authority to those who wield it effectively. This (notably all-male) 
triumvirate has been politically deployed in a variety of contexts, both domestic and 
international, by communities and agents that identify with the racial and economic struggles 
these men engaged with.  
Rather than seeking to understand this soft power exercise through its effects on bilateral 
India-South Africa diplomacy, this chapter rescales this relationship to focus on India and 
Pietermaritzburg. While the 125th anniversary of the train incident presents clear opportunities to 
project a particular Gandhian imaginary onto Pietermaritzburg from India, it is hardly the first 
time this has occurred. Gandhi has become the product, and Pietermaritzburg the conflicted 
consumer. 
Differential Sites of Heritage Production 
The specific ways Gandhi’s legacy has been spatialized in Pietermaritzburg are 
characterized by the different agents that have engaged in acts of memorialization. I offer two 
readings of these differential forms of memorialization: “performative memorialization” and 
“reconciliatory memorialization,” correlating with state actors and citizen groups, respectively. 
While all forms of memorialization are inherently performative in some way, the distinction I 
make between the two terms derives from the relationships between agent, motivation, and 
memorialization praxis. “Performative memorialization” in this context generally corresponds 
with the memorialization practices rooted in displays of geopolitical linkage from the 
Government of India, while “reconciliatory memorialization” speaks to the post-apartheid 
politics of nation building mobilized by the Pietermaritzburg Gandhi Memorial Committee. This 
distinction is made legible in the examples to follow, but Figure 4.1 also illustrates these 
relationships clearly. 
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 Performative Memorialization Reconciliatory Memorialization 
Agent Government of India Pietermaritzburg Gandhi Memorial Committee 
Motivation To use representations of Gandhi as soft diplomatic assets 
To use representations of Gandhi to 
build social cohesion locally; 
To assert claim to Indian South 
African identity 
Praxis 
Gandhi-Mandela Youth Symposium; 
Gandhi Memorial (PM’burg Station); 
Gandhi  
Gandhi-Mandela Youth Symposium; 
Annual Gandhi Peace Walk; 
Gandhi Memorial (PM’burg CBD) 
Figure 4.1 
While the distinction between performative and reconciliatory memorialization is useful 
for aligning agency, intent, and impact, it is important to situate the fluidity of these conceptual 
frames as well. As Figure 4.1 indicates, the Gandhi-Mandela Youth Symposium is a spatially 
manifested practice that can be read multiply: for the Government of India, the sponsorship of a 
temporally ephemeral, spatially rooted, performative memorial in the form of a youth-centered 
educational program provided an opportunity to frame Gandhi in relation to Mandela as a form 
of cultural diplomacy through narratives of national hagiography. For the Pietermaritzburg 
Gandhi Memorial Committee, a co-host of the event, the very same Youth Symposium 
represented an opportunity to continue a practice of memorialization rooted in a post-apartheid 
politics of reconciliation and nation building by localizing Gandhi’s impact for youth in 
Pietermaritzburg. Because most events commemorating the 125th anniversary of the train 
incident were sponsored by both the Indian State and the PGMC, these two readings are useful 
for providing ways to understand the same event from multiple angles. While deriving practices 
of memorialization from two distinct political sources, it also allows space for de-essentialized 
readings of how memory has been mobilized by unpacking multiple forms of politics within 
these two. 
The government of India has played a major role in subsidizing the preservation of 
Gandhian memory in South Africa, as well as across Africa more broadly, through performative 
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memorialization practices. While the focus of many of these efforts has been on countries with 
large Indian diaspora populations, the deployment of monuments throughout Africa has involved 
similar types of rhetoric, fanfare, and diplomatic strategy. In Uganda, for example a monument 
dedicated to India’s first home minister, Vallabhbhai “Sardar” Patel, was unveiled by Prime 
Minister Narendra Modi in Kampala in July, 2018, to a gathering of Indian Ugandans (Press 
Trust of India 2018). In Johannesburg’s Constitution Hill, a joint project facilitated by both the 
governments of India and South Africa led to the installation of an exhibition dedicated to the 
imprisonments of Nelson Mandela and Mohandas Gandhi, both jailed at the Old Fort Prison for a 
period of time. The exhibit also featured a bust of Gandhi, and its opening was attended by Prime 
Minister Modi in late 2016 (Nxumalo and Morulane, 2016). The High Commission of India has 
also sponsored a similar exhibition at the Old Prison Museum in Pietermaritzburg, which 
features a similar description of the shared experiences (at different points in time) of both 
Gandhi and Mandela’s imprisonments. Both exhibits in Johannesburg and Pietermaritzburg use 
“Gandhi-Mandela” branding as a preceding moniker. Through the provision of memorials, 
museum exhibitions, and educational programming, the Indian Ministry of External Affairs has 
been imprinting Gandhi on South African cultural landscapes, and has done so with the tacit 
approval of the South African government. By locating sites of significance to both Gandhi and 
Mandela, the Indian government has reproduced a linkage between the two men through a 
coordinated diplomatic branding strategy. 
The Gandhi Memorial Committee Today 
Pietermaritzburg’s Gandhi Memorial Committee remains active today, though their 
primary directives have adapted to the times. While the Committee began as a citizen group 
dedicated to the addition of historical narratives to the townscape, it has become a Committee 
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that is dedicated to the continued development of a specific reading of Gandhian legacy. When it 
was formed in the late 1980s, the Committee’s focus on Gandhi’s philosophy of “satyagraha” 
(commonly considered his doctrine of nonviolent resistance), the violent political and social 
context of Pietermaritzburg, and the uncertainty that accompanied the end of apartheid made the 
theme of nonviolent reconciliation a compelling sell. But the South Africa of today is not the 
South Africa of 1990. Youth unemployment rates are among the highest in the world, higher 
education remains unattainable for most, and the effects of the #RhodesMustFall movement have 
fundamentally changed the national discourse on monuments and memory (Nyamnjoh 2016). 
The Gandhi Committee has once again found itself at the center of these conflicts as it has 
transitioned its mandate from activism into advocacy and community development. In the 
process, however, it has positioned itself rather precariously between increasingly fervent anti-
Gandhi sentiment in South Africa and often equally fervent Gandhi-defenders.  
In 2008, the Gandhi Statue on the Church Street Mall was vandalized when a man broke 
a bottle on its base, and continued to repeatedly strike the monument (Mbanjwa 2008). Though 
the statue’s wire frame glasses have been stolen previously on several occasions, the 
Pietermaritzburg statue has so far not been vandalized to the extent that others in South Africa 
have been. In 2015, a public statue of Gandhi in Johannesburg’s Gandhi Square was vandalized 
with white paint (Khumalo 2015). Even beyond South Africa, the fate of memorials to Gandhi is 
uncertain. In Ghana, a memorial to Gandhi at the University of Ghana was recently removed in 
December 2018 due to student and faculty pressure to do so in light of his anti-African 
sentiments (Safi 2018). At the 125th anniversary youth symposium, anti-Gandhi demonstrators 
were present, albeit down the road, from the Winston Churchill Theater where events were 
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occurring. The conjuncture of #RhodesMustFall, discussed further in Chapter 2, is not lost in the 
Committee’s consciousness: 
“You can’t name anything after Hendrik Verwoerd. It’s… it doesn’t make sense that you 
would revere a person that is responsible for this mayhem [of apartheid] …. But, you 
cannot ignore people from the white community for example that made an impact on this 
country, a positive impact on this country. So you’ve got to be sensitive to these kind of 
things. And I think monuments and memorials fall into that category. The 
Rhodes[MustFall] thing caused a whole lot of issues, with debate and so on, especially 
among students. But I am for a balanced approach to this kind of thing. So what I’m 
saying is through committees like myself, the Gandhi Committee, we can at least make 
sure this history is told properly. So we’re writing that wrong that happened.” (D. 
Gengan, personal interview, 20 June 2018) 
 
Rob Haswell, another longtime Committee member, also understands the influence of 
#RhodesMustFall in the continued operations of the Committee. For him, the movement spoke to 
the disillusionment of South Africa’s youth: 
“Things like the Rhodes statue, students are suddenly thinking, ‘hey, I’m walking past 
looking at Rhodes every day, what’s changed? I’m in huge debt, my fees are 
astronomical, even if I get a degree I end up owing money, so a degree suddenly becomes 
a passport to what?’ Not to a bright career and adequate means. So I think yeah, the 
whole idea of reconciliation and seeing statues and memorials within that context, and 
[that] we didn’t deal with some of the pressing issues, which is about genuine poverty 
and unemployment. In the old South Africa, where I was as a white person, you could get 
part time jobs, you could pay your way through university. It wasn’t exorbitantly 
expensive. I borrowed money to go through university. I was able to pay it back. I wasn’t 
faced with a situation where I can get a degree, but it’ll take me twenty years, if ever, to 
pay this back. And I’m not sure how I would’ve felt. I’m sure I would’ve felt, hey, let’s 
tear some of these down, if that’s the mentality that’s keeping us in that position.” (R. 
Haswell, personal interview, 22 June 2018) 
 
When asked to describe the Committee’s views on historical criticisms of Gandhi, Gengan is 
aware of public perception, but continues to see the role of the Committee as one of 
reconciliation. By focusing on Gandhi’s less controversial philosophical ideas, Gengan hopes to 
shift public focus from Gandhi’s political problematics to actions informed by Gandhian 
principles. With the help of the Indian government, Gengan hopes to build on the already 
established relationship borne from the anniversary celebrations: 
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“I would like to see, eventually, the Gandhi Committee get involved with… a skills 
development program. Because Gandhi was about self-sufficiency…. And we are 
working with the Indian government on something like that. There is going to be a skills 
facility here that they are going to fund and that will be leaving a real legacy now. At 
least now local youngsters will be getting the tools for life.… But I think, you know, 
monuments, memorials and so on, apart from the story that they tell, there has to be a 
change. We have to affect some kind of change in people. We have to affect some kind of 
social consciousness change from what you’re saying. When we tell the story, we are 
speaking to individuals. We are relating all the stuff that he did and all that, what he stood 
for. We are also saying we can make a change, we can make a difference. We won’t 
change the world, but we can make a difference where we function—in our family, in our 
work situation, in our community—we can make a difference by implementing some of 
these ideals, this philosophy of Gandhi. It’s good stuff, you know?” (D. Gengan, personal 
interview, 20 June 2018) 
 
For many anti-Gandhi activists, Gengan’s response will seem inadequate. It remains to be seen 
whether youth will respond positively to a shift in focus of the Committee’s priorities, regardless 
of how substantive they may be.7 As #RhodesMustFall showed, the negative association of a 
name combined with the will of a well-organized youth movement is a force to be reckoned with 
in contemporary South Africa. 
The Gandhis of Pietermaritzburg: June 2018 
When I traveled to South Africa in June 2018, the city of Pietermaritzburg was preparing 
to welcome dignitaries from the Indian Ministry of External Affairs as well as South African 
officials to the city for a multi-day celebration of Gandhi’s life. The events were coordinated 
between the Pietermaritzburg Gandhi Memorial Committee and the Office of the High 
Commissioner of India to South Africa, but events that attracted public fanfare were dominated 
by the Office of the High Commissioner through branding. Three main events occurred during 
the week leading up to the 125th anniversary of the “train incident:” a youth symposium, a 
banquet, and a “train incident” reenactment. First, on June 6, youth delegates from several 
                                                        
7 The deployment of Gandhi as a symbol of both South African Indian-ness and subcontinental Indian-ness can be 
read as a form of long distance nationalism. This reading is an area that is ripe for further research to illustrate these 
trans-oceanic linkages across time and space. 
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countries around Africa were sponsored by the Indian High Commission to attend the annual 
Gandhi Youth Symposium organized annually by the local Gandhi Committee. This year, in 
honor of the High Commission’s involvement, the symposium was re-branded as the “Gandhi-
Mandela Youth Symposium.” In addition to these visitors, local youth from Pietermaritzburg 
middle and high schools were also in attendance. Speakers at this event included Mohandas 
Gandhi’s granddaughter Ela Gandhi, former mayor and Committee member Rob Haswell, and 
representatives from the Indian High Commission in Durban. Following the events of the day, 
dignitaries were invited guests at a dinner hosted in the Pietermaritzburg City Hall. While I 
attended the youth symposium, I was not able to attend the dinner. 
On the morning of June 7, 2018, the week’s highly anticipated “main event” took place. 
At around 10:00am, several hundred dignitaries from both South African and Indian delegations 
departed the Pentrich Station on a steam train and meandered three and a half miles north to 
Pietermaritzburg Station as part of a reenactment of the infamous “train incident.” A local youth 
from Pietermaritzburg’s Indian community was chosen to play the role of Gandhi, and upon 
arrival at the main train station, was promptly removed from the train along with his “bags.” 
From there, dignitaries disembarked the train as the young Mahatma walked, bewildered, into the 
lounge where Gandhi waited some 125 years prior. Several plaques, which commemorate visits 
from Indian dignitaries such as Prime Minister Narendra Modi and President A.P.J. Abdul 
Kalam, adorn the wall outside the lounge’s door. Finally, after the reenactment was complete, a 
large, two-sided bust of Gandhi was revealed: one side depicted the young lawyer who arrived in 
South Africa, while the obverse depicted the Mahatma.  
Interestingly, the primary site of this performative memorialization has been the 
Pietermaritzburg train station itself. The site-specific differences in the ways local Indian South 
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African activists memorialize Gandhi are distinct from the means taken by the government of 
India: as described in Chapter 3, the Pietermaritzburg Gandhi Committee decided after much 
deliberation to locate their statue on the Church Street Mall; the Indian High Commission and 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs received permission to locate their statue inside the Pietermaritzburg 
Station. The location of the original Gandhi Statue was intended to be part of a larger project of 
spatial reconfiguration, including similar statues to figures like Albert Luthuli, Alan Paton, Piet 
Reteif, and others throughout the city’s central business district (R. Haswell, personal interview, 
22 June 2018). As a form of “reconciliatory memorialization,” the Gandhi Statue on the Church 
Street Mall was designed from the start to be part of a broader effort to retell the city’s history 
through the addition of other, non-hegemonic narratives. As such, the Committee’s inclination 
toward dialogical memorialization (Harrison 2013) is inherently a product of its localized roots. 
With the uptick in vandalism over Gandhi memorials around Africa, one has to question the 
practical intentionality of the High Commission’s decision to put the two-sided bust in a 
relatively well-policed space rather than on a public thoroughfare. In the case of both 
monuments, different manifestations of a politics of scale (Alderman 2003) have been critical 
considerations with regard to placement. 
The role of Gandhi as a soft-power asset in India’s diplomatic toolbox is a trend that 
emerged rather late in my field work process. Additional research is required to unpack these 
assumptions fully, but the articulations between Gandhi and Mandela may offer a compelling 
phenomenon that is worthy of attention. 
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Chapter 5: Experiments in Reconciliation 
 
“We, the people of South Africa, 
Recognise the injustices of our past; 
Honour those who suffered for justice and freedom in our land; 
Respect those who have worked to build and develop our country; and 
Believe that South Africa belongs to all who live in it, united in our diversity.” 
Preamble, Constitution of the Republic of South Africa (1996) 
 
The New South Africa rose from the ashes of a colonial and apartheid project that 
deliberately dispossessed the vast majority of its people of enfranchisement, opportunity, life, 
and the agency to create memory. To many people, it represented an aspirational, visionary new 
form of nationalism, predicated on ideals of reconciliation and radical democracy, informed by 
values of human rights, and guided by an acute awareness of past national traumas. For a 
generation of South African activists, reconciliation as a national value presented a radical new 
vector for a nation so steeped in the power of division. 
The Pietermaritzburg Gandhi Memorial Committee came into existence at this 
conjuncture. Its leaders embodied this activist generation, who so desperately wanted a different 
future than the reality they had lived in the past. But in The South African Gandhi: Stretcher 
Bearer of Empire, its authors pose a series of questions: “How should we remember and what 
should we remember through the monuments dedicated to Gandhi? What exactly are we 
commemorating? What are we communicating? How do we address the competing 
constituencies, ambiguities, and tensions surrounding Gandhi’s South African years?” (Desai and 
Vahed 2015, 5). Over time, it has become apparent that the answers to these questions have 
changed. In Gandhi, members of the Committee saw a figure that could inspire future 
generations toward a path of nonviolence and unity. Unlike the monuments to apartheid and 
colonial figures, a memorial to Gandhi was intended to represent something different, to build a 
bridge to a more inclusive future. At the statue’s unveiling in 1993, Nelson Mandela captured a 
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spirit of unity through an address intended to transcend the racial and ethnic divisions that had 
defined the country up to that point: 
 
“The wounds of apartheid driven violence are deep and we have a painful and difficult 
path ahead. We must base ourselves on our tradition of unity and purpose in action. 
Unity, so that our children can walk in peace and learn in purpose. Unity, so that our aged 
can live out the rest of their lives in dignity. Unity, so that we can build one nation one 
people one country.” (Mandela 1993) 
 
As of 2019, those who dreamed this imagined future into existence are fading from public life. 
The inheritors of this vision find themselves navigating a new conjuncture, one defined by the 
struggles of youth unemployment, of the rising cost of education, and of the looming presence of 
statues and monuments that represent memories foreign to their generation. The liberation from 
the anathema of apartheid did not come with liberation from the political economy that sustained 
it. The promise of reconciliation may not have been realized fully or evenly, but this will not 
serve as a hinderance for a Born Free generation that strives to move beyond it. As national 
values and discourses begin to reflect the aspirations of generations born long after the end of the 
apartheid regime, cultural landscapes will inevitably change with them. 
This thesis was never intended to be a story about Gandhi, per se. The jury of public 
opinion has, and will continue, to debate Gandhi’s role in public discourse, public space, and 
public memory—as it should. I am mindful of these debates, and appreciate the ways they have 
challenged and informed my own understanding of memorialization struggles in our 
post/colonial reality. The work of activists and engaged scholars has presented alternative 
notions of how cultural landscapes can be reworked and mobilized to create a socially just future. 
They are contesting this legacy in real time, and speak from lived experiences more relevant to 
this discourse than my own. As such, my role in these debates is not to make a normative 
judgement on Gandhi’s place in South Africa’s public imaginary. It is, however, to provide 
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perspective and commentary on how things have reached the point that they have. To this end, 
this thesis, while not comprehensive, has shed light on issues of cultural landscape 
transformation in Pietermaritzburg, using the Gandhi Statue to show how notions of 
reconciliation and nation building have, at various points, been articulated through a single 
socio-temporal space. 
The motivation to create a socially just, representative townscape is an ideal which 
continues to inspire South Africans to claim rights to the city, and to demand that their cities 
reflect their interests. In a country whose history has been so inextricably defined by 
disenfranchisement, the city has always been a battleground. It is a space where claims to 
citizenship and identity have been made, reworked, and contested, and it will continue to remain 
so moving forward. Memories, like spaces, are socially constructed practices. They are 
simultaneous recollections of past experiences, and visions of imaginary futures. Charting a path 
to South Africa’s future imaginary will require intensive engagement with reconciling its past. It 
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The unveiling of the new two-sided bust of Gandhi at the Pietermaritzburg Station. 7 June, 
2018. 
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David Gengan holds a medal presented to him by the Indian Minister of External Affairs, 






  Above: departing Pentrich Station. Pietermaritzburg, 7 June, 2018. 
Below: Rob Haswell preparing to speak at the Youth Symposium. Pietermaritzburg, 6 June, 2018. 
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The Gandhi Statue on the Church Street Mall. Pietermaritzburg, KwaZulu-Natal. 
